L ung cancer is the number one cancer killer worldwide. Unlike other major cancers, lung cancer has a unique feature which is a known risk factor for majority of the cases. In the United States, cigarette smoking is linked to about 80%-90% of all lung cancers. This knowledge represents a great opportunity to prevent the majority of lung cancers by tobacco control. On the other hand, knowing the majority cause enables us to identify patients at risk to implement early detection and screening interventions. These facts were translated into clear standard of care and practice guidelines in developing countries. In the United States, lung cancer screening guidelines are now evidence based and becoming the standard of care for high-risk population based on the National Lung Screening Trial and other studies. However, it is critical to have these guidelines be adapted to the particular setting.
The approach followed by Jazieh et al. in proposing the Saudi Lung Cancer Prevention and Screening Guidelines is a sound approach to address this challenge. The individual practitioner should identify smokers and offer them counseling and assistance to stop this deadly habit. This is a low-cost intervention with a high impact on improved overall health and reduced cancer risk.
Physicians should be fully aware of the screening guidelines and apply them to individual patients after proper assessment and counseling. However, implementing lung cancer mass screening as a national project should be done at later stage as the authors have suggested. In 2014, lung cancer represented fewer than 5% of all cancer cases among the Saudis. Lung cancer was the fifth most common cancer in Saudi males (6.6%) and remains quite uncommon in Saudi females (<2%). As the prevalence of lung cancer in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) is much lower than the western countries, the presence of other chest diseases is not fully known, and therefore, the cost-effectiveness of mass screening should be assessed specifically to the population within the KSA.
These guidelines provide a practical framework for the healthcare professionals in Saudi Arabia to follow to detect early-stage lung cancer which is correlated with better patient outcomes. Most importantly, if followed, effective tobacco control should help prevent the occurrence of lung cancer in the first place, in addition to avoiding all the emotional, physical, and financial burden of overall lung disease.
Feasibility studies should be performed to accurately identify the current prevalence of lung cancer and other pulmonary diseases in the KSA. The procedures performed to diagnose cancer should be assessed for the negative and positive predictive values of the tests within the Saudi Health System. After such feasibility studies, decision to implement a national program for early detection of lung cancer can be considered.
Meanwhile, all healthcare professionals should step up their efforts in preventing the occurrence of cancer by eliminating the main culprit, tobacco use.
